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PREFACE

In 1998, the Minerals Management Service (MMYS), a bureau of the U.S. Department of the
Interior, sponsored a two-year study entitled, “ Social and Economic Impacts of OCS Activities
on Individuals and Families’ (contract number 1435-01-98-CT-30897). The purpose of this
study was to explore the ways in which Outer Continental Shelf (OCS) activities affect the
people of Morgan City and New lberia, Louisiana. The study examined the nature of OCS-
related work and its impacts on the lifestyles of individuals and families, and its results are
reported in two volumes. Volume 1 describes the range of social and economic impacts and is
intended to address the agency’ s information requirements in preparing social impact
assessments. Volume 2, this volume, “Case Studies,” was initially prepared in 2000 as a “first
cut” through alarge body of research material. These case studies served as an interim report to
the agency and to the study participants in Morgan City and New |beria— those who live with ail
and geas.

The State of Louisiana has the oldest offshore oil and gas leasing program in the world, and the
tremendous economic value of the oil and gas resources that lay in the submerged lands under
waters adjacent to the Louisiana coastline led to a decades-long battle between the federal and
coastal state governments over the control of those lands. That battle took the form of
presidential proclamations, Supreme Court decisions, and federal law. The Outer Continental
Shelf Lands Act of 1953 authorized the Secretary of the Interior to lease federal submerged lands
for mineral extraction activities. The first federal offshore lease sale, held in 1954, covered
419,000 acres of submerged lands off the Louisiana coast and started a pattern of activity that, by
1991, had netted the U.S. government more than $25 trillion in lease payments, royalties, and
bonuses. By 1980, two more Supreme Court cases involving Louisiana had finally been resolved,
entitling Louisiana to the submerged lands extending three nautical miles seaward of the
coastline. Everything beyond three miles belonged to the federal government. In 1983, the MMS
was created to manage and regulate oil and gas exploration and development there. This
development has indelibly shaped Louisiana’s socia landscape.

This study was conducted within two parishes of Acadiana, a 22-parish area in southern
Louisiana named for the immigrants from Acadia in Nova Scotia who settled there in the mid-
1700's. The traditional lifestyle of southern Louisiana can be characterized as one of hard work,
tempered by the dictum, “laissez les bons temps rouler” (let the good times roll). During the
economic hard times following the Civil War, the celebrated “ Cajun” lifestyle was born. Though
southern Louisiana residents trace their origins to numerous groups besides the Acadians, Cajun
often becomes a gloss for local white residents. In contemporary Louisiana, many other ethnic
groups, including Vietnamese, Laotians, African Americans, Cubans, Mexicans, and Houma and
Chitimacha Indians, are represented in both the oil and gas industry and in the communities of
the region.

Prior to the industrialization that followed World War 11, many Gulf Coast communities relied
on maritime activities, supplemented by trapping and agriculture. Local trade and barter were the
foundation of the regional economy. The communities tended to have stable residential
populations with maritime workers who would be absent for extended periods of time. Families
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augmented their incomes with trapping, farming, lumberjacking, and ranching. Some individuals
devoted themselves to agriculture full time, but the lack of arable land along coastal marshes
restricted large-scale agriculture. Further inland, agriculture predominated, and much land was
devoted to sugarcane. Both fishermen and farmers generally rejected formal schooling and the
influence of outsiders, relying on the transmission of knowledge from parent to child and mentor
to apprentice. With the discovery of oil and development of the offshore industry, major changes
occurred in the occupations and livelihood strategies of southern Louisiana residents. Though
some local leaders tried to restrict the influence of the oil and gas industry on their communities,
it proved impossible for either individuals or groups to insulate themselves from the changes
taking place.

Morgan City and New |beria have experienced the cycles characteristic of the oil and gas
industry (seefig. P.1). With the Arab oil embargo of 1973, long lines formed at filling stations
across the country, and, with subsequent calls for energy independence, the Gulf Coast boomed.
When New Iberia s drainage ditch was dredged into a navigable channel in the early 1970's, the
Port of Iberiarapidly became a host for the industry’s diverse activities. Fabrication yards were
geared up to shape, fit, and weld the platforms, chains, and anchors needed for working offshore.
Tank companies built storage tanks; fuel and drilling mud companies used them. Pipe coaters
prepared pipe for retrieving the products from offshore. Qilfield service companies came to the
port and the town. Up the road on Highway 90, Lafayette grew almost overnight into a major
administrative center for the offshore industry. Trucking companies were organized to transport
the material; helicopter outfits transported men to the rigs and platforms out in the Gulf.

Oil price and rig count

—m—rigs

Rigs

—+—oilprice

SR HP R P L PP P D P
FEP P F @ VS

Figure P.1. Oil price and national rig count, 1998 and 1999

Morgan City, from which the first successful offshore well was drilled in 1946, is more
historically embedded in the offshore industry than New Iberia. When prices and activity rosein
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the 1970’s, it captured a healthy share of the decade’ s booming activity. Connected to the Gulf
viathe Atchafalaya River, Morgan City and Berwick across the river were well suited to meet
the industry’ s service, supply, and building needs. Bulkheaded land aong the natural Bayou
Beouf and the artificial Intracoastal Waterway were prime real estate. Many of the major oil
companies ran their offshore operations from those locations. Shipyards built and maintained the
supply vessels, crew boats, and anchor handlers that berthed along the river and up the bayou at
Amelia. Fabrication yards built jackets; ubiquitous pipe yards stored and shipped miles of
drilling pipe. And thousands of roustabouts and roughnecks came through town on the way to
and from the rigs. Some of them even came to call Morgan City home.

Qil prices soared through the 1970’ s and into the early 1980’s, in no small part due to OPEC’s
ability to regulate its vast supply of crude and manipulate world prices. In the United States,
consumers began to react to the high prices. Alternative fuels were sought and vehicles were
made more fuel-efficient. In short, demand for petroleum and its derivatives dropped. By 1982,
the boom aong the Gulf was over. For oil producers and their suppliers, it became an out-and-
out bust in 1986 when Saudi Arabia raised output and alowed the world price to react
accordingly. That price fell from the $40 a barrel it had been in the early 1980's to $10 a barrel.
For much of the next decade, more industry activity took place in corporate boardrooms and
bankruptcy courts than off the continental shelf. The Gulf of Mexico came to be labeled the
Dead Sea, a“mature” oil province whose remaining reserve could not be extracted at the
prevailing prices. Through much of the 1990's, except for the brief spike in oil prices stemming
from the Persian Gulf War, crude prices remained low. But technological developmentsin the
industry began to alter the image of the Dead Sea. Finding, drilling, and producing oil and gas
from huge “elephant” fields in the deep waters off the shelf and in the submarine canyons closer
to shore became economically and technologically feasible, at least for the major energy
companies. Every segment of the industry benefited to some degree from this new deepwater
activity, and many smaller independent producers took renewed interest in shallower properties
acquired from the mgjors as these companies turned their attention to deeper locations. Drilling
rigs were in demand, and day-rates soared accordingly. Charter rates for all kinds of support
vessels rose as well. There was, then, by mid-decade and shortly thereafter, a new boom aong
the Gulf, although many residents and company people preferred to use the term “upturn” — from
previous experience, a boom usually implied a future bust.

A “downturn” came quickly, nonetheless. Asia’ s booming economy fell in 1997, and, with it,
that subcontinent’s rapidly growing demand for oil went flat. By 1998, world inventories
outstripped world consumption and, predictably, prices plummeted. It was at this juncture that
our team dispatched researchers to study the social and economic impacts of OCS activities on
individuals and families in Morgan City and New Iberia. During our fieldwork, and as we
continued to monitor events in the oilpatch, supply, demand, and price acted in curious ways. To
correct the oversupply, OPEC began cutting production in March of 1998, and continued to do
so. The price did respond appropriately; indeed it skyrocketed to over $30 a barrel by the end of
1999. But, the Gulf of Mexico did not kick back into life. Oil producers are producing oil and
gas, but the exploration and drilling budgets upon which much of the rest of the industry and its
workers depend remain generaly flat. Some analysts attribute this to caution — a fear of investing
in new exploration and devel opment when a resurgence in OPEC production could lower prices.
Others see more energy and money going into corporate mergers and megamergers than into
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holes in the shelf. For their part, workers and families either wait for the belated “upturn” or look
elsawhere for work, sometimes in new towns and states. Their communities try to anticipate how
the businesses and residents will act and then respond accordingly.

This study was conducted by a team of researchers from the University of Arizona's Bureau of
Applied Research in Anthropology in partnership with fourteen teacher-researchers from Morgan
City and New Iberia. The teacher-researchers, Teresa Bagwell, Charlene Broussard, Jennifer
Brown, Leslie Chambers, Sonya Cloutier, Norma Cormier, Barbara Davis, Leesa Falterman,
Andrea Guerin, Jamie Guidry, Margaret Kleinpeter, Susan Lissard, Wendy Ochoa, and Laura
Robison, are local schoolteachers who were recruited and trained, conducted household
discussions in the homes of their students and other residents, attended study group meetings,
and helped analyze their data and present findings of the study. Along with the teachers,
numerous individuals helped with the project. Of these, several deserve specia attention. Jerry
Cunningham assisted researchers in the field and arranged and led discussions with workers,
Cheryl Etienne provided transcription services, and Pam Daigle organized members of the
Berwick Junior High School computer club to help create a web page for the project
(www.aisp.net/oilweb).

Two university researchers, Jennifer Schrag-James and Rylan Higgins, lived in the study
communities for 10 months during 1998-99. They attended meetings, read the local papers, and
visited homes, offices, and work sites. They talked with workers, employers, and families
involved in the offshore oil and gas industry and with civic leaders who were knowledgeable
about how their communities were impacted by this large and complex industry. Eight additional
researchers, Diane Austin, Marcia Brenden, Karen Coelho, Andrew Gardner, Tom McGuire,
Helena Rincon, Shannon Sparks, and Leah Stauber, spent from two weeks to several months
each in southern Louisiana talking with families and gathering information about the
communities and how they function. Due to the changes that were occurring in the region and
the industry at the time of the study, researchers maintained contacts and returned to visit the
communities on several occasions through June 2000. Discussions often were taped and always
were summarized in written notes. Information was shared throughout the team. One or two
team members took responsibility for each section of this report, and they are the lead authors.
Others helped write particular sections and are named as well. Still, in a collaborative project it is
impossible to separate the contributions of the participants. Consequently, this report represents
the work of more than twenty researchers and hundreds of community members.

We also relied on a dedicated team of students from the University of Arizona and on consultants
who helped gather and review documents and manage the data we collected. Several of these
individuals a'so helped write this report, and they are named as authors. Others include Kaylene
Day, Jennifer Ebner, Nicole Kukowski, and Nadia Olson. Fernando Londono was essential in
creating and maintaining the project database. Karen Morrison reviewed literature on families.
Sherri Gerlak organized and managed the el ectronic bibliography, maintained the office and

files, and was crucia in getting the reports put together. Finally, any effort of this magnitude
requires countless hours of administrative assistance, and for this we thank Maria Rodriguez,
Armando Vargas, and Nancy Y oung of the Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology.
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The four parts of this report reflect the research team’ s endeavors to capture the dynamics of ail
and gas activity at the level of the community, the individual and family, and the industry. Thus,
the first two parts, prepared by Jennifer Schrag-James and Rylan Higgins, respectively, ook at
socia dynamics within our two field sites. Part 1, “ Offshore Employment as Lifestyle and
Culture: Work and Family in New Iberia,” highlights some of the adaptive mechanisms that
working families develop, such as extensive social networks throughout the town, to cope with
the vagaries of offshore work. Part 2, “Morgan City Chronicles: Living Through a Downturn,” is
a month-by-month diary of an oil town, its companies, and its workers under stress. Upturns and
downturns in the industry occur in rapid succession, and our resident ethnographersin New
Iberiaand Morgan City witnessed acycle. In Part 3, “Parents and Children: Changing Roles,
Changing Expectations,” Leah Stauber, Jennifer Schrag-James, and Shannon Sparks and look at
cross-generational change in American notions of fathers and families, in industry work-
scheduling practices, and in occupational desires. Finaly, in “Captains of the Road and Sea:
Providing Transportation for the Gulf of Mexico Oilpatch,” Andrew Gardner and Diane Austin
examine two critical segments of the oil service industry that are undergoing fundamental
restructuring: trucking and the operation of offshore supply vessels. Volume 1 of this report
compares the experiences of workers and families in these transportation activities to those
involved in fabrication, diving, drilling, and production.

The information in this report is based upon observations and discussions with workers and their
families. Our promise of confidentiality precludes naming individuals, so statements taken from
discussions are identified only by a code number (e.g., [I-431]). Information drawn from
informal discussions and observations was recorded in researchers’ field notebooks and is
identified as such in the report (e.g., (DA fieldnotes, 4/3/99) indicates that the information came
from Diane Austin’s fieldnotes of April 3, 1999).

The team owes tremendous thanks to residents and leaders of New Iberia and Morgan City, who
welcomed and participated in this project and ensured its success. The people who invited us into
their homes and lives were truly extraordinary - their patience and kindness provided us with an
intimate look at what it is to be an ailfield family. We also have benefited from the guidance of
MMS project managers and personnel. These reports could not have been completed without the
dedication and commitment of all those involved. To all of you we extend our thanks and
appreciation. We have removed participants’ references to specific companies and used
pseudonyms where necessary to preserve anonymity. We aso have changed the names and
identities of the workers and families who participated in this study. It is to them that this
document is dedicated.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

In September, 1998, researchers from the Bureau of Applied Research in Anthropology,
University of Arizona, commenced fieldwork for this study, “ Social and Economic Impacts of
Outer Continental Shelf Activities on Individuals and Families,” under MMS Contract 1435-01-
98-CT-30897. The research focused on two communities in southern Louisiana that have been
heavily involved in oil and gas exploration, production, and support services on the Outer
Continental Shelf — New Iberiain Iberia Parish and Morgan City in St. Mary Parish. The results
of this research are reported in two companion volumes. Volume 1 surveys the impact of OCS
activities on individuals, families, and communities, and on workers in diverse sectors of the
industry. This volume, “Case Studies,” is comprised of four parts. Two of these focus on the
communities of New Iberia and Morgan City, another examines multigenerational attitudes
towards work in the oil and gas industry, and the final part addresses recent changes in two
service sectors, trucking and offshore supply vessels.

M ethods

To carry out this research, the University of Arizona team partnered with 14 teacher-researchers
recruited from St. Mary and Iberia parish school boards. These local schoolteachers were trained
to guide discussions in the homes of their students and other residents. They attended study
group meetings, analyzed their data, and presented findings of the study. These teacher-
researchers also facilitated local contacts for the university team. Two university researchers
resided in the communities for 10 months during 1998-1999, attending civic meetings, reading
local newspapers and archives, and visiting homes, offices, and worksites. Information was
gathered from workers, employers, and families involved in the offshore oil and gas industry,
and from civic leaders with knowledge of the impact of the industry on their communities. Eight
additional researchers spent from two weeks to several months each in southern Louisiana
talking with families and gathering information on community and industry organization.
Preliminary study findings were shared with participants in a series of 21 focus group meetings
held in the communities between March 8 and 19, 2000. Due to the changes occurring in the
industry and the region at the time of the study, researchers maintained communication with
local contacts and returned to the communities through June, 2001. Discussions were often tape-
recorded and always summarized in written notes.

Significant Findings

In “Offshore Employment as Lifestyle and Culture: Work and Family in New Iberia,” Jennifer
Schrag-James draws on her 10-month residence in that community to examine a variety of
implications of oil work on family life. She provides a brief history of the community’s
involvement in the oil and gas industry and in sugar production, then examines common
perceptions about oilfield employment. She suggests that the major problems facing oilfield
families center around two issues that, in combination, characterize offshore oil and gas
employment for many: the concentrated work schedules and the job insecurity characteristic of
the industry. Evidence is presented that wives of offshore workers, who must bear the brunt of



household management, develop adaptive mechanisms, particularly strong social networks, to
cope with absent husbands. She found that some wives experienced anxiety, depression, and
other difficulties, but these tended to occur most commonly in families newly exposed to oilfield
work patterns, and were most acute in periods directly before or after the worker left for
offshore.

In “Morgan City Chronicles: Living Through a Downturn,” Rylan Higgins follows the lives of
oil workers and an oil community through a volatile period in recent industry history, from
October, 1998 to the fall of 1999. During the course of this downturn and halting recovery,
workers were laid off, local businesses suffered, and community leaders renewed calls for
economic diversification. Higgins found substantial variability across companies in their
employment practices during the slowdown: some fired senior personnel with little warning,
others endeavored to retain their workforce with reduced hours and wages, and some closed
down their operations atogether. Individuals and families responded by moving out of town,
tightening household budgets, and searching for new employment. During Higgins' residence,
local efforts at economic diversification included a controversial new hazardous waste facility
and ecotourism efforts. Higgins acknowledges the difficulties communities such as Morgan City
face, including a lack of sound information upon which to base local planning efforts, and alack
of control over industry and investment decisions made outside the community.

In “Parents and Children: Changing Roles, Changing Expectations,” Leah Stauber, Jennifer
Schrag-James, and Shannon Sparks take a multigenerational 0ok at job expectations, parenting,
and work schedules. They distinguish between “Old School” workers, in their mid-40s and ol der,
and “New Outlook” workers. For Old School workers, identities were closely tied to their jobs
and often their companies;, New Outlook workers, many of whom experienced layoffs during the
downturn of the 1980’s, are more likely to base their identities on responsibilities outside the
workplace, such asin the family, and are likely to switch companies readily in search of higher
pay, more preferable work schedules, or other benefits that make family and community roles
easier to fulfill. Across generations, the 7-and-7 and 14-and-14 work schedules are most
preferred, and the increasing use of on-call scheduling is universally disliked. Parents of today’s
teenagers expressed a strong desire for their children not to pursue careersin the oil and gas
industry. Those teenagers themselves, when participating in focus groups in Morgan City,
expressed preferences for attending college; only afew would consider oilfield work even in a
computer-related area. The authors conclude that the industry is likely to continue to experience
difficulty finding workers within the generation now entering the workforce.

Finally, in “Captains of the Road and Sea: Providing Transportation for the Gulf of Mexico
Oilpatch,” Andrew Gardner and Diane Austin provide case studies of two service sectors,
trucking and offshore supply vessels, that have been developed along the Gulf of Mexico by
local innovators and entrepreneurs. Both sectors have undergone significant changes in recent
years. In trucking, the deregulation of the price for line hauls within Louisianain 1995 and the
establishment of alliances between the trucking companies and the major oil production and
service companies has resulted in decreased earnings for the independent owner-operators who
drive for the trucking companies, has reduced the premium placed on the entrepreneurial skills
needed by independent drivers to solicit customers and build socia networks, and has induced
some truckers to seek union representation. In the offshore supply sectors, mariners who



historically would “make captain” through apprenticeship on the water are facing increasingly
stringent licensing and certification requirements, and many fear that some of the most
experienced mariners may be unable to meet these requirements. At the time of the study,
mariners were also faced with cuts in pay, reduced hours, and layoffs. Like truckers, during the
period of the study mariners began exploring the possibility of forming unions to increase their
collective bargaining power.






PART 1
OFFSHORE EMPLOYMENT ASLIFESTYLE AND CULTURE:
WORK AND FAMILY IN NEW IBERIA
Jennifer Schrag-James

INTRODUCTION

New Iberia, Louisiana clamsto be “the
sweetest, oiliest, saltiest, hottest place on
earth,” deriving from its four main
industries, sugar, oil, salt, and hot peppers.
Although dl four industries are till active,
oil is by far the largest employer, and is the
only one about which locals say, amost in
chorus, “it affects everything.” This report
seeks to provide readers with a sense of
what it islike to live and work in the
oilpatch.

Figure 1.1. Welcome sign in New |beria The city of New Iberia (seefig. 1.1) isone

of several towns and cities aong the Gulf of
Mexico coast that are linked, albeit in different directions and to different degrees, to the oil and
gas activity on the Outer Continental Shelf (OCS). While no two communities are alike, all share
severa common features as home to individuals who work in the oil and gas industry and to their
families. This report tells of the experiences of some of those familiesliving in New Iberia
between August 1998 and June 1999. These stories could have been heard in dozens of other
south Louisiana communities. Many experiences of New Iberian workers, as well as of their
spouses and children, are shared by tens of thousands of people who work in this industry, not
only along the Gulf of Mexico, but across the United States and around the world in places
where offshore oil and gas development is occurring. Some of the experiences, however, are
specific to the communities of this region and derive from their history, culture, and political-
€conomic contexts.

The focus of this report is on the onshore repercussions of offshore oil work, particularly on the
families of workers and on the communities they comprise. While offshore employment offers a
unique set of opportunities and constraints for workers, it also generates a special set of
conditions for their families. These are stresses caused not only by the non-traditional work
scheduling that routinely requires the absence of fathers and husbands from their homes for
weeks at atime, but also by the uncertainty of ajob that is closely tied into global oil prices, and
by concerns about the physical and mental safety and health of men working miles out in the
ocean. This study, then, gives voice to the often-silent participants in the offshore oil industry,
the women who support and depend upon its workers. It attempts to render the perspectives of
the participants of this study as directly as possible, using quotes from taped and transcribed
discussions or field notes, and emphasizes the theme, issues, and concerns raised most insistently
by our respondents.



The report is structured as follows: it begins with a brief introduction to the history of New Iberia
and a discussion of the dual economic legacies of sugar and oil; and it then describes commonly
held perceptions of the oil industry and oilfield employment, particularly beliefs about marital
and familia problems. The remainder of the report focuses directly on the perspectives and
experiences of oilfield workers and their families. It reviews workers' motives for staying in
offshore work, the problems and advantages that families face due to the concentrated scheduling
frequently associated with offshore work, and the various strategies that workers and families
adopt to cope with the problems. Wives of offshore workers, routinely forced to bear the entire
burden of household management in the absence of their spouses, develop a set of adaptive
mechanisms including a strong reliance on social networks. Many of them establish patterns that
make the best of both world—that of single person and of spouse. However, these systems and
mechanisms are also regularly disrupted by the return of the worker: we found evidence that
families' repeated shifts between single and dual parenthood could prove as difficult as the
periods of workers absence. Finally, the report tracks the ongoing tensions that workers and
families face as dips in the industry’ s performance threaten their livelihood. These tensions came
to a head in the early months of 1999, and brought to the surface memories of the 1980’ s bust
and its consequences.

WORKERS, FAMILIESAND COMMUNITY
A Brief History of New I beria and Oil

New Iberiawas founded by Spaniardsin 1779 as an agricultural colony, and prospered as such
for the first century-and-a-half of its existence. The town’s location, nestled along the banks of
Bayou Teche, provided rich soil for raising the mother crop of sugarcane that nursed the areato
prominence. Today, the Spanish influence on its population is still evident in the pages of
Seguras and Romeros that fill the phone book. In addition, a number of French families settled
the area, many of whom secured large agricultural land grants in Native American territory
before the French ceded Louisiana to Spain. These two sets of European settlers, along with their
Senegambian slaves and a handful of Acadians (the French-Canadian ancestors of the present
day Cajuns), formed the basis for the contemporary heterogeneous population of New Iberia
These early populations also account for the complexity of race, class, and ethnicity in south

L ouisiana today’.

New Iberiawas incorporated as a city on March 13, 1839. Despite the region’ s contemporary
association with Cajuns, Acadians were not a significant population in New Iberia until after
World War 11, when many Cajun families relinquished their subsistence farms and moved to
New lberia for opportunities in the oil patch. This fact has led some local scholars and folklorists
to characterize New |beria s population as relatively non-Cajun, and to describe its cultural
tendencies as remnants of the historic plantation folkways [1-173, 1-321]. Indeed, a drive down
New Iberia’ s Main Street, lined with ornate antebellum and postbellum homes, provides a
tangible historical record of the wealth and power that had once been concentrated among the
town’s enterprising European and Creole? families.



The area continued to develop as an agricultural center, and, later, a center of commerce when
steamboats began using the bayous to transport products bound for the Port of New Orleans. Oil
was discovered in 1916 in Iberia Parish, but this early production was short-lived because the
oilfields surrounding New Iberia were relatively low producers. Y et the families who owned the
lands where the wells were dug amassed small fortunes. The town’s oil involvement did not
begin in earnest until the 1970’ s, when the dredging of a drainage ditch activated the Port of
Iberia as a docking and fabrication area and connected it with Vermillion Bay, the Intracoastal
Canal, and, consequently, to the rest of the offshore oil industry. It was during this time that
oilfield service companies sprouted up on Jane Street alongside one of New Iberia s two sugar
mills.

Despite this pervasive and rapidly growing dependence on oil, however, there are problemsin
characterizing New Iberia as a*“boom town.” This stereotype of oil patch communities conjures
up images of small cow townsin rural areas turned virtually overnight into bustling centers of
activity because of a nearby oil find. New Iberia did indeed experience, especidly in the 1970’s,
some of the classic boomtown phenomena: dramatic price rises, critical housing shortages,
massive changes in population size and diversity, and a strain on civic infrastructure such as
water and sewage systems, roads, medical, educationa and recreational facilities. However, the
changes occurred within the context of the town’s established and fairly diverse culture and
economy, of which oil and gas was aready a part. Typically a boom is followed, sooner or later,
by a bust in which, as in the case of Spindletop, Texas or Smackover, Arkansas, the town is
dismantled as quickly as it was constructed. New Iberia was rocked by a downturn in the mid-
1980’ s that gutted much of its demographic and economic edifice. Y et, the town persisted
through it and beyond, into several subsequent (if smaller) ebbs and peaks of the oil industry.
The fact that New Iberia’s economy and population have deep historical roots in sectors other
than ail, then, differentiate it from the classic boom town.

Today, New lberiais searching for greater economic diversity to buffer itself against the ups and
downs of the ail industry. Many New Iberians work in the oil industry in some capacity—at the
Port of Iberia s fabrication and oil service companies, in the business offices of the Oil Center in
Lafayette 23 miles away, or offshore, working the concentrated shifts that have become a
defining characteristic of the oil and gas industry. The town’s traditional industries of salt
mining, hot pepper processing, and sugarcane no longer employ the numbers of people they used
to or pay wages competitive with those of the oil industry.

TheHousing Crunch

Our resident researcher arrived in New |beriain September of 1998. It was the week of the
Sugarcane Festival, the town's claim to fame in festival-loving Acadiana. While the researcher
hunted for a place to rent in a housing market where apartments had waiting lists, the owners of
small mom and pop businesses along historic Main Street tied stalks of sugarcane to their
centuries-old storefronts. Those stalks were, to some extent, symbolic of the housing dilemma.
The housing shortage is due to the two main industries in the area: sugarcane and oil. Sugarcane
ties up the land, restricting the expansion of housing and infrastructure necessary to
accommodate an influx of people. Iberia Parish produces the most sugar in the continental
United States, and with generous price supports for the crop, land under sugar cultivation is good



money. In addition, a portion of the land most farmers cultivate has been passed down in their
families for centuries, and to give up thisland is to give up their heritage. As aresult, farmers are
generally unwilling to sell their land for housing developments. Y et, when the price of oil isup
and jobs are plentiful, people move to the area looking for places to live. These two factors make
New Iberia an overcrowded island surrounded by a sea of undulating cane stalks.

After five days of house hunting and watching numerous houses dlip through her fingers to other
renters, our resident researcher struck upon a home. Assured a constant influx of potential
tenants—although some blow into town when the oil industry is up, and leave unannounced at
the next downturn—the landlady rented us the place with only verba assurance that we would
make sure the rent was paid. She pointed to a six-pack of empty beer bottles on the floor and
sad,

“The renters before you, they made a mess of the place. They were oilfield divers, and |
never knew who was here, there were so many, and they were gone so much...but my
husband, he says things are slowing down. Baker Hughes and Halliburton, they laid off
people. A lot of people. But the rig count is till up” [1-628].

Everyone in New lberia, like our new landlady, keeps tabs on the oil industry and quotes therig
count or the price of abarrel of oil like Midwesterners talk about the weather. Indeed, when our
first team member arrived in New Iberia, the oilfield was till strong, athough there was talk of
an impending slowdown. The parish’s unemployment rate was already twice what it was in
1989, but the local Louisiana Job Services spokesperson held other factors responsible for this,
such as layoffs at the nearby Fruit of the Loom plant and offshore oil workers filing temporary
claims due to hurricanes that halted work in the Gulf.

Low- to middle-income housing is especialy difficult to find in New Iberia for reasons other
than space limitations. For example, when Hurricane Andrew blew the seams of the town apart
in 1992, much of thistype of housing, both rental and mortgage, was destroyed and never rebuilt.
As aresult, the housing market became much tighter, and got squeezed nearly shut when oil was
up in the early 1990's. When ail is on a downward spiral, New Iberia’ s housing market faces a
glut. Back in the infamous 1980’ s bust, property managers were including free utilities and even
afree weekly housekeeping service to attract tenants.

Some housing development is currently underway in New Iberia, but the new subdivisions are
being built to attract professional families, many of whom commute to Lafayette to work, and
are priced well out of the range of low to middle income families. As a result, when the ail
business is booming, affordable housing for low-income oil workers may consist of some
informal arrangement — anything from the back of a car to aroom in back of someone’s house.

Thereisamargina but developed infrastructure in New Iberia to support both local and itinerant
labor. While most visitors to the town see the plantation mansions and old oak trees, few notice
the motels scattered on the back roads by the Port or near the highway. Rooms rent for $20 to
$30 dollars a night, and there are discounts for arrangements by the week, a commonly used
option. These “working man’s’ accommodations, as several study participants called them, cater
to the particular needs of the oilfield laborer. Many men and some women working in the oilfield



come down for only a portion of the year. Finding a house or apartment in the tight New Iberian
real estate market is out of the question, particularly since they may occupy the dwelling only for
afew days between shifts offshore.

The population of these motels presents a striking contrast to that of the town itself. Team
members spent several weeks at these motels, and met laborers from India, Mexico, Canada, and
a dozen or more different states. Their occupations varied from the lowest positions in the
oilfield to supervisors and inspectors. Some brought their families with them and turned the
motel into a home away from home; others were smply passing through town and looking to
make a few dollars before moving on. What they shared was the unwillingness or inability to
hook in to the tight-knit community of New lberia. Instead, the motels' bars, swimming pools,
and picnic tables provided an informa meeting place for these people to meet, network about job
openings, and to relax after a day in the fabrication yards or a stint offshore.

These motels were bursting with guests during the research team’s time in New Iberia, and
demand for additional space drove one motel owner to seek a further expansion in the number of
available rooms. Asthe oil industry changes, it appears that the demand for this type of labor —
not rooted in the community, highly mobile, and cheaper than its local counterpart —is
increasing. The success of the “working man’s’ motels is merely the barometer of that change,
as well as atestament to the difficulty of finding housing in the town of New Iberia.

“Hi Sugar!”

The 57" annual Sugarcane Festival marked the
onset of the “grinding season” when cane is cut and
processed (see fig. 1.2). After the annual Blessing
of the Crops at the Sugarcane Festival Building, the
town showed up in force for the grand parade.
Families with plastic chairs and men sporting
oilfield company hats found their places along the
parade route as the sweet smell of barbecue and
homemade pralines wafted down the street. Over
100 floats passed by emblazoned with the festival’s
theme “Hi Sugar!” and held queens with glittery
sashes that read, “Tiny Princess Sportsman,” “Little
Miss Crawfish,” and of course, “Queen Sugar.” In
its first three decades, the Sugar Festival was
celebrated separately (but simultaneously) by - ==
whites and blacks, including separate coronations of Figure 1.2. Festival banner
a Queen Sugar and Queen Brown Sugar. The

ceremonies were integrated in the mid-1960’s.

Festivals are markers of community identity and pride, although in recent years they have also
been spurred by tourist dollars. The Sugarcane Festival, initiated in 1932 to celebrate the
completion of the Iberia Sugar Co-op Mill, is aso illustrative of how New Iberia, or some
influential groups within it, has attempted to cling to sugar as the town’s primary identity. While



talking about the Sugarcane Festival, one local explained, “It’s run by the same people every
year, and it never, never changes its format” [1-480]. The people he referred to are known locally
asthe “sugar elite” of New lberia.

Unlike Morgan City, which incorporated the oil industry into its Shrimp Festival in 1954 to
create the Shrimp and Petroleum Festival, New |beria kept sugar as the only theme of its largest
festival, despite the fact that oil currently employs far more people and creates more aggregate
wealth. The persistence of the sugar identity is based on continuing local investment in the sugar
industry, despite considerable changes in the industry’ s organization. The total acreage under
sugarcane cultivation has doubled since the 1950’'s. Most farmers do not own the bulk of their
lands—they lease or sharecrop from other families. In sum, although fewer individuals are
farming,® many more have sugar interests. Members of the sugar elite continue to have social
and political influence and are elected to prestigious positions in the community.

Some local people claim that the sugar €elite exhibited, in the past, aresistance to the oil

industry’ s entry into New Iberia, for example by allowing the Oil Center to be established in
Lafayette in 1952. New |beria had been one of the towns considered for the Center, on the basis
of its proximity to the Gulf, its water access by way of Bayou Teche, and the potential for
development at the Port of Iberia. Reportedly, the sugar elite did not welcome the possible
industrial expansion onto their sugarcane lands, the changes to the local labor base, and the likely
influx of new people. One local observer added, “That’ s just the way it is. People didn’t want
outsiders to come in and mess things up” [1-464]. Despite their efforts, however, the region was
irrevocably in transition. The state government actively encouraged industrial development after
the Depression, bringing entrepreneurship into relatively closed communities like New |beria.
By the 1960's, the protectionist attitude subsided, and New Iberia actively pursed outside
ventures. The town even welcomed an auxiliary naval air station that, however, operated for only
four short years from 1960 to 1964. Upon the base' s closure, the town led efforts to convert the
base to aternate uses, eventually creating the Acadiana Regional Airport.

The development of the oilfield service industry in New Iberia and the subsequent influx of
oilfield employees created a consumer base that attracted major retail chains to the town.
Admiral Doyle Drive, now one of New Iberia s main commercial thoroughfares, was little more
than aroad surrounded by rice and sugarcane fields until the 1970's. As was common across the
United States during the period, demand for fast foods and consumer goods took precedence
over more traditional elementsin New Iberia. Locals recount that the town’s Burger King was
literally built on top of the dance floor of one of New Iberia s last Cajun dance halls. Dr. David
Manuel, dean of the University of Southern Louisiana (now University of Louisiana at L afayette)
School of Business said, “Without the energy industry, south Louisiana would still be in the
1920's.” Local New Iberians echoed this sentiment. One woman said,

“If it wasn't for ail, we' d be the size of Jeanerette [a rural town 20 miles southeast of
New Iberig]. | truly believe that. Now we have strip malls and food places. We even have
aWa-Mart and that wouldn’t have happened ” [1-017].

Some tension persists today between the area’ s two largest industries. Sugarcane and oil vie for a
limited pool of skilled workers, leading one prominent sugarcane grower to exclaim, “I wish the
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oil industry would just go away” [1-470]. Especidly in the 1970's, after the Equal Opportunity
Act opened the offshore ailfield to African American employment, sugar farmers lost their cheap
labor pool of local field labor. Although during the oil industry’s lean times the sugar mills
provide an escape valve for some oil workers, the high wages of the oil industry still pull skilled
workers, such as electricians and mechanics, away from the sugar mills during boom times. The
relationship between the harvesting of sugarcane and the production of oil and gas has continued
to evolve into what the historian James Cobb identified as “one of continuity and change, not in
conflict but in synthesis.”* One local woman characterized the intersection of these two
industries:

“When you realy start thinking about it, [the cilfield in New lberig] is very intertwined.
As a matter of fact, to tell you that New Iberiawould fall apart without the oilfield is
putting it mildly. Sugarcane is avery big business in this Parish, in Iberia Parish, but it
doesn’t have the hold that the oilfield does ... Sugar is more steady, ailfield is bigger.
Sugarcane is regular, but oilfield is more money. Y ou don’t make any money cutting
cane. Unless you own land or are relation to the owners, you don’t make jack. You ain't
paid nothin'” [1-017].

In New Iberia, sugar may provide an identity for the community, but oil pays the bills.
Community Perceptions of OQilfield Work

Throughout our stay in south Louisiana, when our team was in search of oil workers to
participate in the study, many New |berians would declare, “everyone isinvolved in the oilfield.”
The statement carries atacit acceptance of the occupation by the inhabitants of the town. Y et,
there is doubt whether the town’s people are entirely comfortable with being associated with the
oilfield. Oil workers and their families often joked about being “oilfield trash,” but the days of
asserting and valuing that identity with bumper stickers that yelled, “Qilfield trash and proud of
it,” are largely past.

There was atime in New Iberia’ s not-too-distant past when the oilfield was not a desirable
occupation. Early wildcatting attempts on land and in the marshes were largely local endeavors
by moneyed businessmen until the mid-1930’s when the “great oil boom” in southern Louisiana
and New |beria occurred in response to federal pro-ration policies that established controls on
production in an attempt to prevent oversupply. Outside oil interests spilled into the area from
east Texas, Oklahoma, and Arkansas. Men with families, as well as many without, arrived in
New Iberia where they found a tight-knit, relatively closed community whose natives sometimes
referred to them as “foreigners’ or the more derogatory “oilfield trash.” In some cases, whole
company towns were uprooted and moved to New Iberia, as was the case with Smackover,
Arkansas.

Smackover was the site of one of the largest oilfield discoveries in Arkansas in the early
twentieth century. After its boom, oil companies like the Texas Company (now Texaco) moved
whole sections of their workers to new towns such as New Iberia. Karen James was only a child
when she moved with her family from Smackover to New Iberia, but she still vividly remembers
her initia reactions:
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“...we were not Catholic, and this was a small community, predominantly Catholic, and
they were not really receptive to these oilfield people coming in... Many of the kids at
school spoke French, and that made me feel like allittle bit of an outsider.... New Iberia
has always been a pretty closed type of community” [1-011].

The Smackover group immediately set about making themselves at home, ingtituting changes
that profoundly impacted the socio-cultural fabric of New Iberia. The Smackover group was the
core that started the First Baptist Church in 1926, |later renamed Highland Baptist in 1942. The
church historian wrote of “divine intervention” in the creation of a Baptist church when she
claimed, “It was no accident that oil was discovered in this region during the early 1930’s.
Workers for the oilfields came from Arkansas, Texas and Oklahoma. These people brought their
religion with them and worked at it as Baptists ought to do.” > Even the chimes in the church
auditorium were a gift presented in memory of a church member’s husband, killed in an oilfield
accident.

The differences, both occupational and religious, created arift between the incoming Smackover
group and the native New lberians. In that first generation of interaction, the two groups tended
to socialize in their own circles. Betsy Steen, who followed her oilfield husband to New Iberia,
said that although the New |berians were outwardly cordial, they were not overly friendly: “I
never really socialized with them myself, but | had a friend who had them over for dinner. They
came, but they never invited her over to their house” [1-021]. Her daughter added, “...alot of the
people began to get jobs in the oilfield, so it was a good thing for the community, too, ‘ cause it
brought money in to New Iberia. ...I can't remember any rallies or fights or anything like that
because of oil people being there. It was just alittle hard for them to accept us at first. We kinda
felt like oilfield trash (laughs).”

In the late 1970’ s and early 1980’ s, when the ailfield was “blowin” and goin’,” men with limited
education could achieve financial security equal to or better than those with university degrees.
By 1979, New Iberia was completely involved in the booming oil industry and boasted over a
hundred oil-related companies. The local newspaper entitled its business section, “Petro/
Business,” and included an annual supplement dedicated to extolling the progress made at the
Port of Iberia. In 1979, the owners broadened the supplement’ s scope to include oilfield activities
in the entire Gulf region of south Louisiana, and overprinted the section to send out of state in
hopes of attracting more business. Many New |berians recalled the amount of money that passed
through the town: private jets may have been for the select few, but gold chains, big houses, and
expensive company cars became familiar sights. Oil workers spent their cash at local businesses
and, by trickle-down, many small entrepreneurs and individuals in the town experienced
unprecedented growth and financial success.

Many native New |berians remember clearly the arrival of the “foreign” oilfield workers. Anna
Delahoussaye, the wife of aretired production supervisor, recalled, “...we had five girlsin my
family, and when &l these oil workers came to New Iberia, Mamatold us girls—I was the
youngest one—'1 don’t want you going with that oilfield trash. Don’t get mixed up with that
oilfield trash.” And | was the only one that really married an oilfield trash, and you know who
took care of all of them when they wereill and al in their later years? (Her husband)” [1-211].
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The ailfield offered the potential to achieve financial security and the ability to afford material
items that were previously only available to the few. Y et, despite the rewards of working in oil,
the oilfield identity is not all positive.

During our discussions with families, tones of defensiveness often tinged the appreciation that
husbands and wives expressed for the economic advantages that oil provided. When we
introduced the project to Mindy Parker, the wife of a 7-and-7 production worker, she
immediately commented, “Yes, | think we would be a good family to talk to. We're not your
typical oilfield family, and | think that people should know that not everyone is dysfunctional”
[1-498]. She went on to talk about how even the local news presents a negative picture of the
oilfield, by only covering offshore accidents.

Mindy exemplified the frustration locals feel with conventional representations of the oilfield.
Indeed, movies like Giant, Hell Fighter or Thunder Bay, and books like Louisiana Blue,
characterize the oilfield as the new wild west. Scholars have added to this portraya of the
oilfield by highlighting the boomtown model of the oilfield or focusing on its most “exotic”
parts, such as the famed oilfield cowboy culture. At the same time, New Iberians are constantly
reminded that as a job, oilfield employment is seen as problematic in the national arena. The
Daily Iberian, for example, ran an Associated Press article on a new 1999 edition of The Job
Ratings Almanac. The book ranked oilfield roustabouts as the worst job to hold in the United
States in terms of income, stress, physical demands, potential growth, job security, and work
environment.

Stereotypes of oil workers are also prevalent among New |berians themselves. Despite the
volatility of the oil industry, the periodic layoffs and their associated familial problems, many
individuals outside the oil sector exhibit a marked lack of sympathy for oil workers during these
times. One socia service employee, for example, told us, “ Those oil families are not hurting!
Most of those guys are on their shrimp boats when they’ re not in the oilpatch, raking in the
cash.” The researcher countered: “When a downturn comes, there are lay-offs. Do you see
workers coming in for your services?” The employee replied with a decisive negative: “ Then
they sit at home, drink beer and collect their unemployment checks. They don’t do nothing but
laze around. Look, if you want to find some oil families, go outside and find a Cadillac. There's
your oil family!” [JJ Fieldnotes, 9/98].

In truth, however, oil work covers a range of jobs and positions, not all of which pay well, and
few of which, including relatively well-paid ones, offer security. As a wireline operator
commented,

“A lot of people have afalse perception of the oil industry, that if you work in the oil
industry you are making a lot of money, and that is not so. The money that you do make,
it's good money, but it's not alot of money.... Now there are some positions out there
where you do make a lot of money, but those positions are like anything else: they are
few and far between...” [1-554].

In speaking with New Iberians, the resident ethnographer was offered several images of “typical
oilfield families” which were in some way associated with dysfunction: a combination of drunk

13



men, rowdy roughnecks, loose wives, high divorce rates, and backdoor “Jodies” (alocal
euphemism for married women’s lovers). Behind the generalizations, however, lay some serious
concerns about problems associated with oil work. One such concern was the association
between oilfield work and domestic violence or divorce. This association was hard to establish
empiricaly. Local shelters did not see any observable pattern relating the incidence of abuse to
oil families. The sheriff and city police departments, however, both reported that as the local
economy dips and families fedl the economic pressure of hourly cutbacks, job demotions, and
layoffs, reports of domestic violence rise markedly. One sheriff’s deputy told our resident
researcher, “ They come back from their 7-and-7 and they beat their wives. They get laid off and
they beat their wives’ [JJ Fieldnotes, 6/99]. However, law enforcement officials state that the
correlation is more precisely between domestic abuse and economic downturns. The pattern is
significant enough that both the sheriff’ s office and the police department claimed to “ mentally
prepare” themselves for an increase in the numbers of domestic abuse cases when the oil
industry takes a downturn.

New Iberia s counselors and priests also identified problems specific to oilfield families. Family
counselors reported that families typically sought their help when layoffs occur rather than on a
regular basis. One family counselor said that when a downturn occurs, “Husbands experience a
lot of stressin their job and that is shared by the family. Husbands and wives drink more, fight
more, and then the kids start acting out their parents' dysfunction” [I-378]. However, he thought
that few workers knew their health plan included counseling, and even if they did, he doubted
many of them would seek help.

Churches saw more regular and long-term evidence of the stresses that families face due to the
long absences of the oil worker. One priest told the researcher, “ Guys come in here telling me
about their problems. They’re drinking, they’ re drugging, they’re running around. Still, when
they go home, they deny it's a problem” [I-224]. A deacon at another church said,

“The oilfield has provided good paying jobs, but not a family orientation. The guy’s out
for 30 days. She may not have children yet. She gets lonely. When people are lonely they
look for someone. The first thing you know, you have infidelity working all over the
place. ... A lot of them coming in here are wounded marriages. The wife becomes the
mother and the father. Coupled with that, there is no spirituality. The church recommends
that they get in programs so they can spend quality time together and talk” [1-685].

These negative portrayals have, to a certain extent, been internalized by oilfield workers and
their families. Many of those we spoke with made disparaging references to this “typical”
oilfield family. However, behind these comments was the acknowledgement of real problems. A
production operator working 7-and-7 told us,

“If 1 have any problems while I’'m at work, | try not to bring them home with me, but
sometimes | can't help it. | take out my frustrations on her (his wife). | get angry with
her. We don’t fight and | don’'t beat my kids because of what happened at work. | can
control that part of it, but I might just snap for no reason and start hollering. And | try not
to, but sometimes | can’t help it. We' ve gone through several restructuring plans, or
whatever they want to call it, which is just a common way of saying ‘I’m going to lay
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you off.” It'safancy way of saying that, which | weathered three or four of them. You
get aggravated” [1-372].

Another couple, both of whom worked onshore in oilfield related jobs, described the stress their
marriage endured as both their companies underwent simultaneous downsizing. The husband
explained,

“You got two people who work al the time and you come home stressed and you get on

each others nerves and thereis just no quality time with each other. It really hits because
we are taking a cut in pay [due to recent company cut backs] and not knowing if she was

going [to be laid off] and it has alot to do with it. A lot of stress’ [1-459].

Many workers also expressed feelings of scorn or neglect by a national community that heavily
relies on the fruits of their labor. Consider, for example, the following conversation between the
Delcambre brothers [1-305; 1-306]:

Ken: “Do you remember when the steel industry, when they really went down, late
seventies and early eighties, which is about the time the oilfield went to hell and above?
Yet, al of these poor steel workers were without jobs and they had more government
programs in Pennsylvania [to help them through], but if you were a roughneck without a
job, you were just up the creek without a paddie.”

Al: “How many people lost their job in the steel industry would you say?’

Ken: “I think they said it was 300,000.”

Al: “How many people lost their jobs from 1982 to 1987 in the oil industry? Three
guarters of amillion. That's a conservative estimate, too.”

As the above section suggests, the major problems with which oil families contend center around
two defining issues. the concentrated work schedule that offshore jobs entail, which takes a
heavy toll on family life, and the ongoing stress caused by industrial uncertainty and its
associated job insecurity. Both these were expressed as central problems that oil workers and
their families grappled with on a daily basis and to which they attempted to adapt. In many cases,
however, families had never explicitly considered, articulated or dealt with these problems until
we raised them in our research. The wife of a 7-and-7 production worker, for example,
approached our resident researcher aweek after first meeting her and said, “Y ou know, | never
really thought about the impact [my husband’ 5] offshore work had on my family until we talked
about it. I went home and thought, ‘Hey, there are some issues | haven’t dealt with.” You live
with the life so long, you know?’ [1-339].

“You jump out early or you stay in long”

Our resident researcher was introduced to the Boudoin family by afriend. “1f you wanna meet
someone who knows their stuff, you’ ve got to meet Carl Boudoin. Everyone in the Gulf knows
him. But be ready” [1-397]. She met Carl and one of his sons over coffee at Shoney’s. He sat
facing the entrance in order to have a clear view of the people moving in and out of the
restaurant, as he talked about his lifelong involvement in the oilfield. Tom, one of his three sons
(al of whom were also involved in the oil patch) sat beside him listening, and occasionally
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trying to get aword in edgewise. As they spoke, groups of other oilmen filtered through the
restaurant, hailing Carl, and laughing at the sight of him talking about the oilfield with the
researcher.

Shoney’s, like Victor’s Cafeteria across town on Main Street, was a place to see and be seen.
Groups of men huddled over coffee or spread out on chairs to talk about the last seven days out
or what happened a couple of hitches ago. Morning coffee houses and local bars form the social
space of oilmen, where social and business affairs meld in the characteristic style of the South in
general and the oil industry in particular. In an area where jobs are found nearly as often through
social contacts and surname affiliations as they are through formal channels, these spaces play a
critical role.® One oilfield businessman, for example, told us,

“When times are good, things go well for everyone. Even if you have a bad operation,
you're still making money. That's how a lot of this business is run down here, it's not
what technology you have, but his brother-in-law and cousin and al... He runs that
business, and | can get this from him so lets help him out’” [1-875].

These networks are just as important for people wanting to get out of the oil business. A local
paint storeowner, for example, used to work in the oil industry overseas, but decided to make a
career change at the height of the 1980’ s bust. When he moved back to New Iberiato open up his
paint shop, money was scarce. But, as a member of one of the oldest and largest familiesin New
Iberia, he started his business with confidence. He told us “I had family here, alot of them, and |
knew they’d support my business’ [JJ Fieldnotes, 10/98]. To this day, his business manages to
survive severe dumps in the local economy.

Carl Boudoin's story is aversion of the American “success story.” He came from humble
beginnings in Texas where, after the death of his father, he set out to make his own way at the
age of 12. He recalled,

“(Qil) was the best job | could ever dream about. When | was in the cotton patch picking
cotton, we used to be at work before daybreak. We had aready had a half a sack of cotton
to unload, and then there were roughnecks going, and there was a lot of oilfield there.
They’d be driving to work in their clean clothes, brand new shiny car, and there we were,
driving an old jalopy, and I’'m thinking, “I wish | could be like them.” And as soon as |
got 15 yearsold... well, the whole reason | got in at that age was the company with the
workover rig couldn’'t hire anyone else. They were shorthanded. ... | didn’t have to shave
but every three weeks, and | didn’t even look like | was 16, but he hired me. ...” [1-472].

Carl was hired on as a roughneck working on land rigs 365 days ayear. A couple of years later,
he met and married his wife, Eva, and they starting “chasing” land rigs together. Eva later
described those days to us:

“We were always called ‘oilfield trash’ because we lived in trailers, and wherever the
work went, that’s where we went. Y ou were looked down on if you lived in a mobile
home. You just felt like the people who lived in a house or drove abig nice car were
much better than you. Y ou were probably making more money than they were, but it was
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taking everything you could make because you had to move so much. It was horrible. It
was horrible” [I-477].

For the first year of their marriage, Carl and Eva moved their mobile home 13 times while they
followed the company to different drill sites. Carl worked hard, intent on providing financially
for his future family and distancing himself from the poverty and destitution of his childhood. In
the late 1950's, he was ready to take his next step in the oilfield: “My interest lay in offshore
because of the fact that you work for 7-and-7 or 14-and-14. Y ou have alittle time with your
family.” He got an offshore drilling job from a contact he made while working land rigs and
started working 7-and-7. He moved through the ranks from roughneck to supervisor, co-owned a
drilling company before the 1980’ s bust, and through the contacts he made, eventually became a
successful independent contractor. Carl may be an embodiment of the American success story,
but his family does not necessarily agree.

The Boudoins are atypical oilfield family of the 1990's. Carl’s success in the oilfield influenced
his sons to follow in his footsteps, athough he encouraged them to take a different path. Each of
Carl’ s sons entered the ailfield, but not one of them embraced the ailfield and its demands as
wholeheartedly as their father had done. Margaret, the wife of Carl’s son, Tom, explained to us
why her husband was trying to get out of oil:

“The thing with Tom was, he went into the oil industry for a paycheck, and because
that’s how he was raised and that’s what he knew—not because he had alove for the
industry. Tom never has. We' ve been blessed because he has always been promoted, and
he's aways worked his way up. His didike for what he does never permeated into doing
the job. He always did the job and did it well. But he would come home and he has never
been happy. ... The mgority of what he wants is to be home with his children, and | think
he learned that because his daddy wasn’t. | don't think that he has any resentment
towards that, but | think probably his lack of loyalty to the industry is because he feels
cheated. He was cheated out of a life with his father growing up. When he was growing
up with his father, his father worked seven days, he was gone. And then he had a gun
shop and still he would go and have breakfast, lunch, and supper with his other buddies.
So when he was home, he really wasn't home” [1-514].

Margaret and her husband, Tom, are actively seeking other work that will allow Tom to be home
every night, but they have not found any that will bring in the same income.

Bill is the only Boudoin who found his way out of the oil patch. The eldest of the three Boudoin
boys, he took his father’ s absence during his childhood the hardest. His mother recalled his
difficult teenage years when she couldn’t control him and, shaking her head at the memory, told
us, “He was acting out rebellious when his dad was not there” [1-477].

Bill dropped out of high school at age 16. For two years he bided his time as a drafter at a
lumberyard: “1 didn’t want to do that for the rest of my life. The oilfield was where the money
was. As soon as | became old enough to get in the oilfield, | went” [1-526]. This was echoed
repeatedly by other oilworkers we spoke with: their primary reason for going into the oilfield
was, without exception, the money. “But does that balance out with the danger?’ the researcher
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asked. “Being away from your family?’ After abrief silence, Bill, alongtime production
operator, said, “You're new to this area, ok, and really that has been the livelihood of this area.
Just like you go to other areas and it may be coalmines, or, like Silicon Valley [it's computers).
This was the central core of making a living, [it] was the oil industry in the state of Louisiana.”

Another worker reflected, “Y ou think about your family, that’s number one, you know. Your
family. You look at the money that you' re making out there compared to the money you would

make if you were home. Y ou know, you really have to look at the overall picture, of everything.”

Carl tried to dissuade Bill from going offshore, but when he
saw how determined his son was, Carl helped him “get on” in
his own company. Bill worked his way up from a roustabout to
aderrick man, taking dangerous jobs and pulling long hours to
impress the company men (see fig. 1.3). With the money he
made, he bought a nice car and clothes and started courting his
wife. Despite all its rewards, he considered oil work a single
man’s job. His mother recalled, “When he (Bill) was in his
twenties, he dways said, ‘My dad really didn’t care for us very
much because he never took us fishing,” or, ‘He never did
things with us,” not realizing that dad was working to make a
living” [I-477]. The recollection of his father’s absence in his
childhood spurred his exit from the oilfield:

“1 was fixing to get married so | said, ‘Uh uh, | ain’t
doing this, | ain’t putting my kids through the same
thing of dad not being there seven days, it's all on
mom. Now is the time, it’s now or never, quit or stay
with it, because once you get locked in and get married
you can’'t make that adjustment” [1-526].

He left the oilfield and found a traditional nine-to-five job. He reflected:

“Like my brothers, | know they have deep family ties, but what's happened to both of
them is they’ ve aso, which we al do, allowed their lifestyle to change with going
offshore. I’'m talking money-wise. If they could come and work on land today for even a
little less money, just so that they can survive, they would do it tomorrow. But they both
have progressed and become higher up (in their jobs) and now they’ re making good
money to where they can’t come back on land and make the same money. They would
have to start over in anew career. Let’s assume they’re making 75 ($75,000 a year),
come back on land, that means starting off at the 45 range if they were lucky. If not, the
27 to the 32 range, the average. They can't do that, they both have houses, both three to
five kids. They can’'t come back, so they’re trapped in alifestyle they chose
unknowingly. I'm the only fortunate one and the only reason I’m fortunate is because |
made up my mind early, before | had the kids. Y ou jump out early or you stay in long” [I-
526].
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Indeed, Bill’s brothers were struggling in their decision to get out of the oilfield. Living in new
homes and driving cars that still demanded a high monthly payment, these families found
themselves trapped by the level of consumption that to which their oilfield jobs had habituated
them. Tina, one of the Boudoin wives, said, “| told him that’s where it comes to your priorities:
do you want your children or do you want offshore? Y ou make a decision. We are not
materialistic people. | don't have a problem with changing my lifestyle, and we don’t live high
on the horse, but | still don’'t have a problem with living here the rest of my life and selling the
truck or getting alittle truck or whatever” [I-521].

Many oil workers recognized the trade-offs of working in the oilfield. The new pickups pulling
boats through New Iberia's streets are testament to the heightened expectations of the standard of
living that people have acquired. Henry, aformer oil worker turned bus driver, remembered,

“1 was the type of person who didn’t have a good education, but could always work and
get along with the people | work with. My thing when | was growing up was to make
money, and that’s the thing that | regret, because | missed half of my kids growing up.
Everybody that works offshore misses their family and their kids growing up. And you
don’'t redlize that until it’'s too late’ [1-187].

Offshore work and family life have found their way into the consciousness of the south
Louisianaregion. Balfa Toujours, a popular Cajun band in the region, wrote a song entitled,
“Restez, Mom et Pop, Restez,” inspired by their offshore working relatives. In the
September/October edition of the entertainment magazine, In Tune, songwriter Dirk Powell
commented,

This song was written after hearing a story told by Christine's (hiswife's) cousin ... He
had been getting ready to leave for his seven day stint offshore when his children came
up to him and said, ‘Don’t’ go, daddy; we don’t care about the money. Please just stay
with us.” How could they understand that if he didn’t work, they wouldn’'t eat? Y et
maybe they were right; maybe being together really was more important than the money
he might earn. ... Sometimes what we call progress leaves suffering in its wake (p. 14).

Absent Husbands and Syndrome Wives

Our resident researcher first met Susan Segura the weekend of the Sugarcane Festival in late
September at her garage sale. “We've aready sold one of our cars,” she said, wiping the sweat
off her forehead and looking around at the hazard of chairs and tables outside her garage. Her
husband, Paul, who works in the warehouse for a drilling company at the Port, recently had his
hours cut back and the weekend garage sale was an attempt to compensate for the loss of income.

“Isthere adownturnin 0il?’ the researcher asked, eyeing a naugahide chair. “| dunno,” replied
Susan. “All I know is his hours are cut back. My friend Carla, her husband just got hired on as an
anchor man for arig, so things aren’t bad for everybody” [1-003]. Susan and her family have
always lived paycheck to paycheck. Paul bringsin alittle less than $13 an hour to support a
family of five. Their budget relies on Paul pulling in at least 60 hours a week, an expectation that
is always fulfilled when the ailfield is up. The recent cutbacks at his company, however, dropped
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his hours down to only 40 hours a week. “Y ou make your money in overtime,” she said, “and
right now he’'s not making any. So, we'll sall off this stuff, | really don’t want it anyway, and see
if things look up.”

The two women settled on a price for a chair and table and, upon hearing that the research team
had just moved to the area, and with typical New Iberian hospitality, Susan went to the house to
fetch one of her own chairs for our house. She invited the researcher for coffee the next morning.
“Just pass by when you have the time,” she said. We came to learn that the “pass by” isan
informal visit, aform of socia networking that both fulfills the New Iberian sense of hospitality
and helps to establish and nurture existing networks of reciprocity.

A few days later, in early October, the researcher sat on Susan’s front porch and sipped hot,
sugary coffee while people passed by. The front porch, like the coffee houses and bars for men,
forms a favored socia space for women in New Iberia. People moved in and out of Susan’s
screened-in porch unannounced, and each was summarily offered a cup of “coonass’ coffee, as
she called it. The researcher eventually fell into a discussion with Katie and Isabella, who were
part of Susan’s regular, informal coffee group. Katie's husband is a contract electrician in the
oilfield and Isabella’ s is an offshore production operator working 7-and-7. Katie was talking
excitedly about a job possibility her husband Jake had in China. “How long will he be gone?’ the
researcher asked. “A couple weeks, maybe a month... It'sno big deal, really,” she added when
she saw the researcher’s concerned look. “We're used to this. [Jake being offshore] wasn't a
problem. It was more money. ... Jake didn’'t want me to work, and this was away he could make
more money so it balanced there. It wasn't a problem” [JJ Fieldnotes, 10/98].

e “To me, | mean, you gotta look at it this way,”

' Susan chimed in. “The man is going out there
putting food on the table, and your responsibility is
to take care of the house (seefig. 1.4). It's
something you gotta get used to, but it's your

responsibility.”

“Itisalifestyle.” Katie added pragmatically. “We
both regret everything he missed, but bottom line,
; that’s just the way it is.” With few other well-paid
Figure 1.4. Mother feeding child while  jobs available in New Iberia, and family and friends
her husband is offshore that keep them there, Katie and Jake accept regular
spousal absence and the roller-coaster economy of
the oil industry as a condition of life. This acceptance of the demands of the oilfield seemed to
underpin the difficulties that many oilfield families we met faced.

As a contractor, Jake' s job is feast or famine, and Katie'sway of life reflects this. When Jake
lands an offshore job, the money is exceptional, and he stays offshore as long as he is able, often
for amonth at atime, to take full advantage of the opportunity. When Jake is gone and the
money is coming in, Katie brings donuts or boudin to the coffee group or takes everyone to lunch
and margaritas at alocal Mexican restaurant. A year ago, when Jake had a big job offshore, she
drove the ladies to the restaurant in the new Ford truck he bought her for her birthday. When the
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oilfield goes down, Jake may be home weeks, even months, although his contracting company
tries to find him work outside the oilfield. This was presently the case. Jake was working at one
of New Iberia s two sugar mills as an on-site electrician. During these down times, when the
cash flow is dow or stagnant, Katie curtails her spending habits and looks for temporary
employment, while Jake hustles his own contacts to find a better job in the interim. Jake has
changed contracting companies often in the last couple of years, searching for a company with
the contacts to keep him offshore longer.

Susan, Isabella and Katie all agreed that the current downturn was no more than the fourth
quarter blues. “You wait and see,” Katie said. “ This happens every year. It's something you get
used to.” Isabella added, “Ron has never really had a problem with downturns. He always has
gone to work on his seven days, especially since he's been working production. Now, he used to
work drilling and that was different, | think.”

Even five months later in March of 1999, when the oil downturn hit bottom with the lowest rig
count in history, Isabella s husband was secure in his job. Every worker | spoke with, in every
sector of the oilfield, declared that production was the “gravy” job.

Susan’s situation was very different from Katie's or Isabella’s. She and her husband had
officially filed for bankruptcy the previous week. Paul’s hours at the Port continued to hover
around 40 aweek, and his promised promotion to crane operator was now indefinitely on hold as
the rig count continued to drop. Susan found various ways to deal with the shortfall in money,
such as buying bargain foods at the grocery store and skimping on some of her family’s
medications to provide extra milk money. Another source of support was Susan’s mother, who
was not included in the family’ s bankruptcy report and therefore could receive loans that the
family would in turn dip into. This created considerable conflict in the house. “I ain’'t doing it
anymore,” Susan’s mother complained to the researcher bitterly one day. “ They expect me to do
too much. And Susan buys stupid stuff with the money anyway” [JJ Fieldnotes, 3/99]. Her loans,
along with her socia security check, provided a weak financial safety net for the family.

People around town were a so talking about the slowdown in ail, but nobody was yet willing to
call it adownturn. The real concern being expressed around town was about the increasing
mergers. Service companies were downsizing and consolidating: Baker Hughes had, by
November, laid off over 75 people in Acadiana. The reunification of the Seven Sisters (the oil
‘majors’, Exxon, Shell, Mobil, BP, Texaco, Chevron, and Gulf), initiated by the BP/Amoco
merger, was also being discussed, but this time it was largely the management that had their
heads on the chopping block, and few New Iberians were involved at that level. Most families
we spoke with in October/November were following the smple precautions they had learned
from living the roller-coaster ride of the oil industry: they began to curtail expenses such as
going out to eat. These precautions reverberated in the community, as restaurant owners and gift
shops complained their businesses were suffering. Relatively few people, however, were in
Susan’ s position that November; by the following January, things had begun to look more
serious.

The conversation on the porch eventually returned to how families cope with oilfield conditions.
The researcher brought up the theory of the “intermittent husband syndrome” and explained its
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triad of telltale signs: anxiety, depression, and sexual difficulties.” The women were amused, and
made the researcher repeat the theory to other people who passed by the porch that morning,
with the same response. Susan then put the theory in perspective for us with a comment that
would be echoed throughout the study:

“I prefer them being gone and then coming home, because to me | think we had a happier
life. In those two weeks he was gone, | got to do whatever | wanted to do (laughs). You
know, with my friends and all...He was gone and then he’ d come back—we had our own
lives. In fact, | enjoyed it.”

“Umm hmm” Isabella agreed, “I think it's saved marriages. Y ou have time to forget the
silly stuff and appreciate each other” [JJ Fieldnotes 1/99].

This interchange challenged some of the findings from existing social science literature
addressing family relations and the oilfield in the North Sea, where most of the research on
family and the oilfield has been conducted. Studies of the family impacts of non-traditional work
scheduling over the past two decades have tended to emphasize its negative aspects. Their
characterization of women’s responses to their husband’ s absences as “syndromes,” such as the
‘intermittent husband syndrome” and the ‘ submariners’ wives syndrome’,® suggests that these
responses are associated with disease or dysfunction. According to Forsyth and Gauthier, the
“near universal finding from this research has been that nontraditional work scheduling is
problematic for families.”® Our discussions with oilfield familiesin New Iberia (and the
responses of the women on the porch that morning, repeated many times subsequently)
suggested that families' reactions to the offshore lifestyle were more complex and varied.

As the following pages will show, elements of what was characterized as the “intermittent
husband syndrome” did appear, indeed were fairly common among women as well as men.
However they tended to occur more commonly among couples newly exposed to the demands of
the concentrated work schedule. In addition, the anxiety and depression were most acute in the
periods directly before or after the worker left for work offshore. After a period of transition,
however, the fedlings often disappeared or changed. They also varied widely in their
manifestations, degrees of intensity, duration and methods of coping, and these variations were
found to depend on a wide range of factors, including the family’s stage in the developmental
cycle,*° previous experience in the ailfield, and types of social networks. Thus, it is misleading to
present these problems as a persistent clinical condition, as the term “syndrome” denotes.

Offshore work carries important repercussions and implies a change in lifestyle for the entire
household, but these are not necessarily negative. Concentrated work scheduling accentuates the
separation between the worker’s work life and family life. In some ways, however, this
separation is welcomed, as Susan stated above. For offshore fathers, too, the flip side of being
entirely absent for days, weeks, or months at atime is that for that same period, they have the
opportunity to be engaged in their household more fully than fathers who are home every night.
One offshore father commented, “1 can go on my kids [school] field trips. How many fathers
who work nine to five are able to take out the middle of their day and go on afield trip with their
kids?’ [1-304]. Children, too, recognize the mixed benefits of a father working offshore. One
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particularly articulate child of a 14-and-14 offshore worker talked about her dad’ s presence half
the year and said,

“When | look at some of my friends who have their dads working in the office or
wherever they work, | don't envy them. Like my friend, Becky, her dad’s gone all day.
He goes off at six in the morning and comes home anywhere from five to nine in the
evening” [1-244].

Families have also devised various ways to prepare for the cycles of absence and presence that
offshore employment creates, and to deal with the circumstances they generate. Of course, not all
households adapt successfully, but the culture of the community in New Iberia, where family
occupational traditions, persona endurance, and socia networks are all deemed important,
quickly teaches individuals that they are expected to adapt and even flourish in the offshore
lifestyle. One woman told us, “Y ou can't throw a stick in New Iberia without hitting an oilfield
worker,” reflecting the widespread acknowledgment among New Iberians that the oilfield is a
lifestyle as much asit is an occupation [1-559]. At the end of our discussions, we often asked the
woman who had just told us about the struggles and the benefits of being an oil wife, whether, if
she balanced it al out, she would prefer her husband to stay in oil. The answer almost across the
board was a resounding “yes.”

Household Role Development

Peg Blanche is a very busy woman. She is a member of alarge extended family, many of whose
members are involved in the oil industry, and she takes on so many advocacy, teaching, and
charitable responsibilities around town that finding an open date for lunch was a feat in itself.
The researcher met Peg at a restaurant to talk about her personal experience with the oilfield.
Peg’ s husband, although recently retired, was a production operator working 7-and-7:

“Anthony may think that there isn’t a problem, a social impact on his family, he may not
even redlize that. Because | think men as a whole do not have to deal with the household
stuff. | mean, I’'m not saying they don’t, but for the most part they make sure that the wife
takes care of those things. ... You know all of those things that a mother and awife
should do. | think that is normal, but it was more intensified with the fact that he was
gone for seven days and | was home. And | think after that it became a habit. | felt that |
was boss, and how dare you come and suggest anything different. ... | took care of
everything when you were not here, and how dare you come to tell me what to do.
Anthony may never say this, but | felt [his] drinking became more [as | took control of
the family].”

“Take alook at this culture and the industry, and what contribution does it have upon the
family unit? That isthe first time | associated the oilfield with the drinking and the
control of the wife and that kind of thing. That (drinking and control) was in my
household, and evidently in afew others because we had others [in our circle] who also
were the same” [1-313].
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Peg’ s characterization of her house as being under the “control of the wife” was common among
the offshore families we studied, although the degree of control varied. Both men and women
spoke of the centrality of the woman’s role in the household, even though most, if not al of these
households were characterized as “male-headed.” One of our respondents captured this complex
relationship clearly when she said, “ So | managed everything, the finances, the checkbook, the
children, ...1 was so used to taking care of al of that ... He was just the head of the house” [I-
560].

Our discussions with families lead us to conclude that some women have, in fact, learned to view
the periods when their husbands are gone as opportunities to liberate themselves from what they
perceive to be the expected role of wives. Jeanette, the 54 year-old wife of an offshore
production supervisor, said that during the days her husband is away,

“You have time to do what you want for seven days, and don’t have to worry about
coming home to cook a meal, clean house, this and that. I'm not saying that | didn’t miss
my husband, | did, and he would call me every night. It’s just that you had time to do for
you, and just about nothing else. Now, since him working 7-and-7, and any woman
whose man works offshore will tell you, they had to be the disciplinarian, they had to pay
the bills, if there was a tragedy they had to handle it. They had to learn to stand on their
own two feet, whether they wanted to or not. There was nobody, no husband to lean on
because he was out there working. So you learn to grow up and handle anything that
comes along. It makes you a stronger person” [1-019].

With few exceptions, women in offshore workers' households are the financial managers,
primary caretakers, and the social glue that holds the family together, if for no other reason than
their constant presence. Men, upon their return from offshore, often struggle to find arole for
themselves in a situation where the mother routinely fulfills the majority of parenting rolesin the
household. Many men and women, however, expressed a desire for a stronger fathering role than
simply afinancial provider, and as a result many families in our sample reported ongoing
negotiations about role transfers when men return home. Men often expressed deep admiration
for their wives, redlizing, “It isal on her, she takes the whole thing. It takes a specia kind of
woman to put up with that.” Still, some were rather unsettled by their wives independence and
by the breakdown of traditional cultural notions of the sexual division of labor, which the
situation engendered. Carl Boudoin, for example, quipped,

“From what | have seen, a woman whose husband works in the oilfield, she becomes
reliant on herself. She learns how to change flat tires, she learns how to jump her own
vehicle. She learns how to do al that, and then whenever the man comesin, well, she
don’t need him around. She's doing better off without him. That’s just more clothes she
has to wash” [1-472].

Women also reported various difficulties in the single-parent role they assumed during their

husband’ s absence: they were caught between the burden of these responsibilities and their
reluctance to surrender them upon the husband’ s return. One oil wife commented,
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“When he comes home that first week, | would say between he and I, there is alot of
friction, alot of struggle. Y ou know who the authority figure is. Who's going to step
back?... When [my husband] comes home, | have to readjust. | have to let my control
down which is not easy, because | am used to doing things my way. And | have to alow
him room to step back in as the caretaker, as a provider, as afather, as a husband. When |
am used to...l have no husband. | have no provider. | do everything. When something
breaks, if | get aflat tire, | take care of it. The pipes bust, | call someone. When Tom is
home, | have to check with someone. All of a sudden | become secondary. It's redl
difficult” [1-515].

The process of negotiating and re-negotiating household roles is ongoing. Family well-being and
adaptation is critically dependent on how successfully its members negotiate the shift in roles
and routines associated with the worker’s absence or presence. The process of negotiation is, not
surprisingly, hampered by the long absences and breaks in communication. The early stages of
the household' s development cycle also tend to present more acute difficulties. One young wife
married only ayear, for example, remarked that she felt she had only been married half a year
because her husband was offshore for six months [DA fieldnotes, 6/99].

The negotiation process was a topic of conversation at a focus group of oil wives that Peg hel ped
us organize. As we sat around aroom in the church rectory, women talked about their common
experiences:

Peg: “They (the men) wanted to conquer the world in those seven days [off]. It was
almost like Columbus discovering America. You know, ‘I’m going to do all the stuff |
was not able to do within those seven days.” And sometimes, with my husband, it got
progressive. Really progressive. Drinking is my husband, and that got progressive.
Because the first day, the second day, the third day, it was, | mean, alot of drinking. ... |
had to take that problem. | guess that’s why the family depended on me, my family
depended on me alot.”

Paula: “But | think, Peg, | say that, too, but | think that as wives of offshore men we
choose to take care of everything because they’ re gone seven days, and when Michael
comes in after seven days, [I say] ‘You can't tell me how to do this because I’ ve been
doing it.” But | choose to do it. Sometimes | have to remind myself ‘Wait a minute, thisis
the man, it is my man, and he has to do it.””

Claire: “1 have to let him assert himself, but most times, the control is yours.”

Paula: (nodding her head in agreement) “ These are my kids, thisis my house,” you
know, ‘cause | have to do it [most of the time], and | think it’s the resentment that you
feel because they’ re gone. When they come back from seven days, it’'s too late. We take
that, we have the reins, and we have to control for seven days, so the seven days they’re
here... it's the resentment and the anger we suppress, | guess.”

Peg: “... You know, after afew years |’m angry because it’s all on me. And then | want
to give up, | want to give up some of those controls, ‘Hey, you're the man, you need to
take charge!” So, there are some feelings of abandonment...” [JJ Focus Group, 3/99].
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As this interchange reveals, women recognize the potential for their partners to be cut out of their
roles as fathers and husbands, and consciously and continuously maintain a place for them in the
household. Lois Delcambre, the wife of a 14-and-14 barge engineer, reiterated this point:

“You have to address everything [when he's gone], and then you have to remember to
relay all these incidences to daddy, you know, to maintain the continuity. He has to know
what’s going on to be an effective parent. And | think that’s why alot of offshore
marriages do break up. | don’'t know whether it’s the communication or what, but what
happens to a lot of people is the mom becomes mom and dad, and dad is just a sometime
participant. You know, because he's not home with them every day of the week, he
doesn’'t understand how they changed within a couple of weeks, or whatever. And it takes
constant reminding him, well, you know so and so, or this is come up this week, and you
really need to deal with it... because, you know, | feel very strongly about a father figure
for my children” [1-306].

In many ways then, women mediate the role men play in the household, and their relationship
with their children. Workers often mentioned the strong bonds that develop between the
wife/mother and their children, often leaving them feeling somewhat |eft out. Sam Charles, an
offshore production operator, said,

“There' s a certain bond they have with their mom because she was there al the time. And
| notice it more now that I’'m home. I’ll be sitting right here, and they’ll call ‘Mom!’ to
ask mom to do this and she’s constantly saying ‘Well your daddy’ s here now, you can
talk to him’” [1-241].

Sam’s wife, Mary, made a conscious effort to include Sam in the family by redirecting their
children to involve him in their lives and decisions. She said, “Usually they (her children) come
tomeand | look at them and | direct them with my eyes to go to their father. To alow him to
feel a part of thisfamily, so he's not feeling left out” [1-330].

Sometimes the roles that women craft for their husbands are counterproductive to their
relationships with their children. Eva Boudoin, for example, remembered pushing the
responsibility for disciplining the children onto her husband in the early years of their marriage.
She was oblivious to the negative effect it was having on her husband and his relationship with
his children until he finally confronted her. She recalled his reaction after he whipped the boys
for something they did while he was offshore,

“When he came out of the room, he was crying himself. And he said, ‘I’m going to tell
you right now, don’t ever do that again to me. If they done something you tend to it then
and there, don’t wait for me.” And that was the last time | ever ratted on the kids again”

[1-477].

LaVerle Andre described numerous situations where she pushed disciplinary responsibilities
onto her husband, telling her children “wait ‘til you father gets home,” then rushed to her
children’ s defense when the punishment was meted out. As aresult, her husband was cast as the
“bad guy” while she became the benevolent parent [1-256].
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While most women reported some difficulty in reintegrating their husbands into their lives
during their periods onshore, the difficulties tended to be greater in the early part of the
household’ s development cycle, when the children and the marriage were young. Older couples
who had aready successfully managed the negotiation process expressed few, if any, problems
with absence or return. For these couples, the shift from one “life” to the other had become
second nature. Even upon retirement, or a change in the work pattern, respondents suggested that
the long-established role patterns changed little. The wife of a former offshore wireline operator
said, “1 still handle everything now that he's onshore. | run the house and everything else. | have
the checkbook, and if he needs some money he'll say, ‘Can 1?7 And I'll say, ‘Can you? Well, it's
your money’ ‘Well, yeah, but | want to ask you first.’ | like it that way” [I-019]. Another woman,
the wife of aretired production operator, only half jokingly said, “The problem wasn’t when he
was gone [offshore], the problem was when he retired and was home all the time. He was always
under my feet” [1-559].

Even families who have successfully negotiated their role changes, however, still find
themselves in a process of punctuated adjustment and readjustment, a process which led most
workers and their wives to describe their lives as “schizophrenic” or a“double life.” Solheim®?
described the three distinct social realities operating simultaneously among the offshore ail
families he researched: “his offshore life, her single life at home, and their joint life of
togetherness.” The same is true in New Iberia. One woman, for example, said,

“[When he was gone] | wouldn't cook. We would eat fast food when he was gone. |
would visit my mother alot. | would visit my friends alot. | think that was because | felt
kind of isolated. | wasn’'t asingle and | wasn't a couple. My friends who were couples
would call when he was out, and my friends who were single would call when he would
be here, and then they would feel bad. So, it was like | was single when he was gone, and
| was a couple when he was here. So, | kind of had to change hats as he would walk in
and out of the door” [I-560].

Unfortunately, previous studies on the impacts of offshore on the family have tended to see
family coping strategies to this split lifestyle as somewhat static and monolithic instead of
flexible or dynamic. Forsyth and Gramling % identified five types of familial role structures
devised to adapt to periodic spouse absences. This model was later modified by Forsyth and
Gauthier'® in 1991 to include six family role/household structure adaptations. The latter study
observed that adaptive strategies change in response to changes in work schedule. Our data
reveal, however, that these strategies also change with time, as families experiment with different
methods and grow older and more experienced in coping with the lifestyle. The challenge, then,
is not to categorize household structure and strategy in any rigid way, but to describe the
dynamic process of change that households undergo during worker absence and presence and
through time.
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Differencesin Scheduling

Another factor which affects the negotiation process is the length of the work schedule. Work
schedulesin the oilfield vary widely from the traditional 7-and-7 and 14-and-14, to 21-7 and 28-
28 schedules, and the highly unstructured schedules of 24-hour call. These schedules have
profound impacts on the ability of families to switch routines. Families that have to deal with
shorter work schedules, such as 7-and-7 and 14-and-14, appeared to adapt more easily. The
longer schedules—28-and-28 in particular—are much more disruptive for households. Margaret
Boudoin, who is both a young mother and the wife of a 28-and-28 drilling superintendent,
reported struggle and conflict every time her husband returned because of the length of his
absence.

“You know what? The worst part about the whole thing is that by the time he has been
home for three weeks things are really getting good. That first week there’'s a lot of
friction. There is alot of power struggle going on really. The kids don’t know who to go
to, they have a problem, you know, Mom and Dad are there. They are so used to coming
to mom, but, man, dad is sitting right there, they don’t know who to go to. ...” [I-515].

Just as the length of work scheduling has a major impact on how families cope, it also has a
bearing on the worker’s level of involvement in his home and community. The Delcambre
family debated the differences between these work scheduling patterns:

Al: “Some people find it hard to be away from home for more than seven days. That used
to be the standard, 7-and-7. And now people are going to 14-and-14 to cut down on the
transportation. Fourteen days away from home is really hard, but you are redly at home
more because... The day you come home, it is shot, and the day you go out is shot, and
for me the day before | go out is shot, too, because my mind is on going out, so, if you
are working 7-and-7 you are really home only four days.”

Lois (Al'swife): “Yeah, if it isaweek at atime, you still have to adjust and to me that is
harder to adjust to every other week than it is two weeks at a time. Because [with two
weeks|, you get into aroutine. You have a longer time to adjust. The same thing with him
coming home, it is not like this (snaps her fingers) and it's over. | mean | can think back
to when [Al] worked 7-and -7 and then it went to 14-and-14 .... 7-and-7 was okay
because it was just us, but for my kids that is ajoke. It takes a day to get home and a day
to leave, so you are taking five days. They (his company) have nine of those days, | get
five. Our family getsfive. | cal that cheating, | do.”

Al: “That'swhy | like 14-and-14. To me that is an ideal schedule, it's along time on the
water, but it’s not that long. It's a nice time at home; you are not home so much that
you're in the way. By the time you start to get really aggravating, it is time to go back to
work. Because when | am home | don’t have to go to the office, | don’'t have to go
anywhere, I’'m home. I’'m not like the guy next door who is going to the office every
morning at eight o' clock and is going to come home at five 0’ clock and get the weekend
off. I'm home for 14 days, and you try living around somebody for 14 days, when he
doesn’'t have to go anywhere.”
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Ken (Al’s brother): “They are talking about putting us 14-and-14. ... It sucks, to be quite
honest with you. That’s too long. I’ll tell you what you are going to see. Now | haven't
caled in my sick leave because | figure if | get sick in the middle of a hitch, | can handle
it for two or three days. If | get sick in fourteen days, I’'m coming home. | am not going to
be sick out there for nine days. | think the sickness will go up. Absences will go up” [I-
304, 1-305; 1-306].

Although the family had different opinions about which work schedule was best, they were still
dealing with “schedules.” The family anticipated the worker’s comings and goings, and was able
to organize its life accordingly, to establish or shift routines. Wives often counted on the arrival
of the husband to set up socia engagements, family get-togethers and outings. The community
also relied on these schedules. Work scheduling is predictable enough that even the mayor of
Gueydan, a small town 44 miles west of New |beria, was a 7-and-7 offshore oil worker. One
worker added however, “Gueydan is not that big. Anything that would happen could wait for
seven days’ [1-304].

Paul, who works offshore, is aso a deacon at the local church. “They schedule meetings when
we'rein, and try to schedule functions when we're in. Y ou know, they knew it when they got us
to do that. They knew our schedules. So we do what we can and they do what they can.” The
church Paul belongs to has had to incorporate oil workers into its organizational structure
because over 50 percent of the church isinvolved in oil. Email communication is crucia in
keeping Paul in close communication with the church and his congregation. The church has also
adapted to a constant turnover of congregation members as oil workers and their families follow
the ail patch; in fact, as the pastor explained to us, they consider this an asset. “1 think we benefit
from the new people. They bring in new ideas and help us to grow instead of stagnate” [1-637].

Workers with longer work schedules find it difficult to be involved in community activities.
Kevin, who works 14-and-14, told us,

“You don't get awhole lot of softball Dads or T-Ball Dads or whatever, with that
scheduling. 1t's so hard to do. My little girl isin the girls' basketball league. There's no
way | could help coach that. | could help when | come in, but, you see that’s one other
thing, you try to throw that into 14 days. Y our schedule is pretty full asit is’ [1-304].

Most problematic of all, however, for a worker’s involvement in home and community, is the
“24-hour call,” common among some groups of offshore service and diving personnel. Though
for some professionals, such as doctors, on-call work is compensated for by high pay, in the
oilfield on-call status relates to the job instead. Divers and service personnel, for example, must
be available to respond in emergencies. Wives and workers both emphasized how difficult the
absence of a schedule can be for the household division of labor, household structure, and
community involvement. Liz, the wife of an on-call wireline operator, remembered,

“You don’t know what oilfield means until you get in it...so in my mind everybody |
knew would work alittle bit then come home for a long season. | was not prepared for
thirty dayson call. | was getting dressed to go to dinner, and the phone would ring and
‘bye he's out the door ... | can’'t plan anything because he's on-call” [1-554].
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Her husband, Darryl, agreed:

“1 have actually walked in at the shop and not even called my wife to let her know | was
home because I’ d have to leave. It was better not to call than to call and say, ‘I am at the
shop, but | have to leave and go somewhere else.” ... | have never coached alittle league
team because I’'m never here and | don’t know when I’m going to be gone. You can't do
it, you redlly can't do it. | have afriend of mine, he lives in north Louisana and he tries

and when he is there he' s on a church softball team, but he's never there” [1-554].

Another worker reiterated the difficulty of being on call when he said,

“Even like with the fishing, | enjoy fishing and | have a brand new boat which | have had
for about two years. | might have 30 hours on the motor. That is how much | have used it.
... When | go fishing, | have my cell phone with me all day and my beeper and my book
of phone numbers, everything. There are times where I'll go fishing and I'll have to stop
while | am fishing, taking numbers down, calling to order tools, or having to go back and
forth because the cell phone didn’t work right. Even going out to Tampicos to have a
drink, it islike, okay you can’'t have too much to drink ‘ cause you are on call” [1-459].

As researchers, we experienced firsthand the difficulty of the 24-hour call in our attempts to set
up meetings with families of on-call workers. “Beep me in the morning and I'll seeif | get acall
[to go offshore]” was a common response to our requests for appointments. One family was
repeatedly contacted for two months in an attempt to catch the worker on his days in. Every time
our resident researcher spoke with his wife, she said a variation of, “He's supposed to come in on
Friday,” but when Friday rolled around, he was delayed until Sunday. On Sunday, she found out
they had two days together before he was called out on the next assignment. “Keep trying,” she
assured us. “ Sometimes | don’'t even know when he's coming in.” But the days that he was in,
she understandably reserved for the family to spend together.

When the ail industry is up, 24-hour call workers are often gone al the time. They essentially
just walk in the front door and right out the back. Another former on-call contractor complained,

“There was NO schedule. That was the problem. | had no schedule. And the strange thing
about that is, uh, you get used to that. It normalizes and you forget that you have options.
Y ou forget about the option of making plans and even asking for time off. That’s what |
did. | just gave up my life. | didn’t have alife, and | woke up one day without a wife,
alienated from my kids, and | said, ‘ Gee, you haven’'t had much of alife at al” [I-761].

When the ailfield is down, 24-hour call workers may be home for extended periods of time as
they wait for the next job to come through. In October, one on-call contract worker had not been
beeped for ajob in over a month. “He' s driving me crazy,” his wife told us as he headed out the
door for his fifth game of golf that week. “Y ou caught me at areally bad time. He's been home
over a month. That's one month without his income. He needs to leave and get a job!” [I-319].
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Working Men and Working Women

|sabella Doucet, whom the researcher had met on Susan’s front porch, sat on her couch with her
husband, Ron, drinking the ever-present cup of coffee. Our meeting had to be squeezed into
Ron’s week off: for many working wives whose husband' s work offshore, time management is
critical. Her husband’ s week home is scheduled tightly to fit in everything requiring his presence
or help. “Everything’'s measured by the days he’s gone,” she said as she fished in her purse for
the “hitch calendar,” provided by Ron’s company, which highlights the week he's home in red
and the week he’'s away in blue. The hitch calendar was aready filling up with dance recitals,
children’ s appointments specifically scheduled for Ron’s time at home, and the “honey dos’ of
house repair. After looking intently at the schedule, we agreed to a day and time [1-635].

| sabella spoke at length about the pressures of periodic single parenthood while keeping her job
as an administrator in the Parish school system. When her children were young, the pressure
began to manifest itself in physical aiments. She told me, “I never did deep when he was gone. |
still don't. It was just the sense of responsibility, I’'m the only adult in the house kind of
thing...[a couple years back] | was sick for nearly nine months, and then the doctor realized,
“You're not deeping.” And he put me on an anti-depressant to make me seep” [1-635].

The “double life” of the oil patch is especially pronounced for working wives. Isabella stressed
the disruptions that her husband’ s comings and goings create in the household' s carefully
maintained routines:

“He'll comein, and that’s the hardest part about the offshore thing, the routine’ s different
with the children. They have to have two different routines, | have to have two different
routines, and he does.”

“When he's gone, it’s like they know. I’'m going to get dressed, we al have to leave at
the same time, | don’'t have time to come tell them three times to put on their shoes. But
when he's home, we might have to tell them three or four times. And, he might have to
threaten them...but they don’t do that to me. And it’s not because they respond better to
me, it’s like they know that | don’t have time. And they learn that. Those kinds of things
get me really frustrated....Going to bed at night, they know | want to go to bed, and if
they don’t get ready for bed, I’'m going to hit ‘em! (laughs) Y ou know, ‘Don’t make me
come back in there!” And with him (imitating Ron) ‘I told y’all to go to bed. Why y’all
talkin'? 1t'slike 20 times! And it's like, “Why are we still doing this? We' ve been doing
this for an hour.” It’s not because of him, it's because it’s a different routing” [1-635].

In many ways, oil workers' “days off” can be arelief for working wives because the pressure and
responsibility of single parenting is lifted. When Ron is home, he drives the kids to school and
other activities, runs errands, and does basic maintenance on the house. Some men even take
over domestic responsibilities usually seen as women's work. A production operator working 7-
and-7 said,

“My wife, she has a very, very stressful job. And her dad — he's living with us now in the
bedroom in the back. He's been with us for six years so, he's seventy years old, and the
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age istaking atoll on him. So, she's not only dealing with the ladies at work, she has to
come home and, uh, she has how many jobs? | want to say she has aregular job, a job
with the kids ..., ajob with her father, ajob paying the bills and getting the groceries.
She hasfive jobs. ... On my days off, | do my part. Daddy’ s home now, you take your
vacation. ... When | come from work, | make sure the house is tidy, and everything is
together so in turn when she comes home from work, | make sure the food is cooked,
make sure her daddy is taken care of, the billsis paid, and the kids' homework is done.
'Cause being away from home 7-and-7, at times it does make it stressful. Sometimes it
gets alittle stressful” [1-009].

Not al men, however, return home with the idea of pitching in with household tasks. Ron and
Tina Boudoin have not yet worked out a smooth transition of routines and roles. Ron, a 30 year-
old driller, comes home from working at least 12 hour shifts for 14 days offshore and feels his
o e days Off are hard-won. Those days off
take on the flavor of a vacation. Ron
reluctantly spends some time on
household chores, but he spends a lot
more time fishing with his friends,
visiting people he hasn't seen in two
weeks, and making the most out of being
back in what he refers to as the “redl
world” (see fig. 1.5). The relaxed tempo
Ron sets on his “days off” disrupts the
- pace Tina has established for the
Figure 1.5. The “real world” of the Louisianabavou  household in his absence and results in
marital tension. Although Tina can
financially afford to be a full-time mother, her work gives her a sense of autonomy and self-
sufficiency, and she considers her job as important to the household as Ron’s work.
Consequently, she expressed considerable frustration that Ron did not assume “his part” of the
household responsibilities during his days off.

“Wadll, it ishard,” Tina said, “because | have afull-time job, too... | work full-time and
take care of kids that are in everything. Just like [my sister-in-law’s] kids who are into
everything, she's running the roads. I’m working and running and taking care of my kids.
So he comes home, and | am just like, ‘1t's your turn’” [I1-521].

Ron, who was sitting beside her, added, “"It’s your turn and | am like ‘Can | have some days
off?” [1-520]. “Yeah,” Tinaretorted smiling. “He says, ‘| just came home and | have 14 days
off. Can | go fishing? and | am like, ‘No'” [I-521].

Then there are the stories of men returning home from their hitch, already drunk on the beer they
bought on their drive home and spending most of their time with friends in the hunting blinds.
Thisis the stuff of local legend, and throughout our 10 months of fieldwork, we only
encountered a handful of these cases. Most families we met, and particularly those with young
children, were struggling to find a balance between offshore work scheduling and family life.
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Doing for Each Other: Social Networks in the Oilpatch

Regular mid-morning cups of coffee on Susan’s front porch provided the resident researcher
with close insights into the workings of informal socia networks in New Iberia and their role in
supporting wives of offshore workers in particular, and oil workers and their families in general.
The informal “pass by,” in which women drop in to drink coffee, exchange gossip and catch up
on one another’s lives, maintains friendships while keeping open the lines of reciprocity. Susan
Segurais involved in numerous overlapping coffee groups that form a complex of interlocking
socia networks. The social networks created on the porch, centering around women, and
including both kin and non-kin, proved to be critical in assisting women and their families both
through the regular periods of spousal absence and through the occasional economic difficulties
of lay-offs, job losses, and crises in family budgets. Susan gets some support from her kin, but
because she is relatively new to the area and does not have the benefit of alocal extended family,
she relies heavily upon non-kin support. Almost al of the women involved in Susan’s social
network are the wives of offshore oil workers, and many have known each other since
adolescence.

The designation “new to the area,” and the distinction between native and newcomer is, of
course, not clear-cut. Cindy, the wife of a helicopter pilot in the Gulf, said,

“You know, I’ve lived here 11 years and I’ m still considered a newcomer. It took me two
years to feel accepted in the community...of course I'm sort of an introvert. But you (she
pointed to the researcher), they won’'t know how to figure you out because you haven’t
even been here ayear! ... Part of it is that people around here are judged as much by their
family’s history as who they are. | didn’t have a family here, nobody knew my people, so
people didn’t know where to place me” [1-523].

Bianca Warner echoed this sentiment. A native of Mexico, she moved to New Iberia when she
married her husband, a native New Iberian. She characterized her first two years as being very
“isolated.”

“People around here are very open and very friendly,” she said. “Yet...you're always a
foreigner and a stranger because this community is so small, and everybody knows
everybody from way back when. And when you don’t know them from back in high
schoal, it’s really tough to establish close friendships’ [1-189].

Susan Segurd s father, who was in the Navy, moved his family to New Iberia from South
Carolinain the early 1960 s during the brief four years that the naval base operated on the
outskirts of town. Susan was about to finish high school in 1964 at New Iberia Senior High when
the government closed the base and her father was re-stationed in Kansas. “1 knew | aways
wanted to come back to New Iberia. When | had a chance to move back, this was the place that
felt the most like home. It's like what they say, ‘once you taste bayou water you never leave'” [I-
003]. Susan moved back to New Iberiain 1966 and re-established her friendships with other
naval families. Like many other women and men associated with the naval base, Susan married a
New Iberian native and settled there. The core of Susan’s socia support networks remains these
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families from the base, although she continually incorporates other newcomers, such as our
resident researcher, into this network.

Susan particularly relied on her networks when Paul was an offshore motorman working 7- and-
7. When something happened that she was unable to handle herself, “...and it always happens
when he's gone— the pipes break, the heater goes, the children get hurt—I either took care of it
myself or called on my friends or family to help” [1-003]. Even now that Paul works onshore, the
time-worn social networks are still active. Susan currently provides babysitting for a friend who
is back at school and whose husband works offshore, in exchange for help with house repairs.
Other members of Susan’s socia network call upon her contacts when they need afavor. Katie,
Susan’s best friend, was offered a part-time job by Susan’s brother when her husband Jake was
out of work.

Mae Quintero, the wife of an on-call offshore wireline and snubbing operator, explained her own
network and its reciprocal obligations simply: “We do for each other.” When Mae gave birth to
her second child, bad communications prevented her husband from being present at the birth.
Her friend, Cheryl, also the wife of an offshore oil worker, was in the birthing room with her.
“...and | was with her when her second one was born, her husband was offshore, too,” Mae said,
“So we did for each other, alot of us. The wives survived because of each other, you know?
They work together.” These exchanges occur on adaily basis, in the form of favors such as
watching children or providing emotional support, but the network really swingsinto action in
times of crisis. Mae recalled a time when her child, then only a couple of months old, suffered a
seizure. “[My husband] was offshore so [Cheryl] took me to the hospital and stayed with me,
with her two kids, my two [other] kids and that baby in the emergency room, and then took my
kids home until my mother could come and get them. The wives survived with emergencies in
that aspect. We did for each other, and that wasiit...al the time” [1-627].

Unlike Susan, Mae is native to the area and has alarge extended family, by both blood and
marriage; her support networks, therefore, involve kin and non-kin groups that, as in the case of
her son’s seizure, interlock and/or work in tandem. Another woman reiterated the importance of
the extended family to native New Iberians: “If something happened, | called my mama or his
(her husband’ s) mama, and someone always came with me. | never had to actually do it by
myself. ... Someone was there to support me. ‘ Cause when you' re young, by yoursdlf, it's scary,
you know? If you have a young child who needs help... They were there.” [1-627]

The centrality of family to native New Iberian networks is tangibly represented in settlement
patterns. It is not uncommon for young couples to move into a small cottage directly behind the
parents house or for family members to live within blocks of one another, arrangements that
have often proved extremely adaptive to the conditions of the offshore lifestyle and for
strengthening the bonds of reciprocity and support between women. Mae, for example, moved
into a small cottage beside her parents house after her marriage and lived there for four years,
during which time she had her first two children. Her mother, the wife of a 7-and-7 offshore
cook, was in close physical proximity to help Mae transition to the life of an offshore oil wife.
Although Mae has long since moved into a house of her own and her children are grown, she still
lives within two blocks of her mother and her mother-in-law.



Also unlike Susan’s, most of Mag's kin are in some way involved in the oilfield. Oil work often
runs in families; such multi-generational oil involvement helps build adaptive strategies and
support networks. For example, Marie Breaux’s husband was one of the first locals to go
offshore, as adriller on the first platform out of sight of land. The husbands of al of Marie's
seven sisters eventually went into the oilfield. Today, most of her children and even some of her
grandchildren work in the oilfield, and most live within a couple of miles of each other. The
physical and emotional immediacy of kin is an advantage of being “native.”

Lois is another woman whom the resident researcher met on Susan’s front porch. Like Susan,
Lois came to New Iberia when her family was stationed at the naval base there. She met her
husband, Al, a native of New Iberia, and married into the oilfield. “For myself [my husband's
absences weren't difficult] because my dad was in the military. So, | was raised without daddy
always home” [1-244]. All three of Al’s brothers arein oil, as was his father, and the extended
family relies heavily on one another for support.

“And that’ s probably what keeps us here, is family. Because the way he works we could
live just about anywhere. But you have to have a good support network, | think. | don’t
know how some women would do it without the support network.”

The strength of social networks depends on several factors. A network in which several members
are in the early phases of their household’ s development cycle may be less resilient than a
network consisting more of women with older children: in the former, women as primary
caregivers are overburdened with household responsibilities and in constant need of assistance,
while in the latter, members may be free to devote time to helping other members.

Another factor affecting the strength of a network is its relative composition of working women.
Working women often expressed concern about overburdening their networks, and therefore
either paid the high cost of childcare or did for themselves. Isabellais the only member of
Susan’s front porch circle who works outside the home. As aresult, she rarely has time to visit
the porch, athough she still makes an effort to pass by when her husband is gone, sometimes
bearing food or other gifts to maintai